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Memorial Day is a wonderful time to gather with family and friends, but more importantly, it is the time to reflect on the blessings we have as Americans and honor the men and women who made the ultimate sacrifice for freedom.  As we pay tribute to those who courageously served our country in times of war and peace, we also must take this opportunity to renew our efforts for our troops, our veterans and their families.  Those of us who serve in Congress should thank veterans by rolling up our sleeves and addressing the critical unmet needs of our veterans' population.

One of my top priorities has always been to honor the commitment this country has made to our veterans, and in Congress, this is accomplished through meaningful action and tangible assistance.  For this reason, I have been working to enact a new GI Bill of Rights for the 21st Century.  In 1944, we honored the Greatest Generation through a Bill of Rights, and in each major military conflict since, we have honored the service of our soldiers through a new GI Bill.  This bill would strengthen benefits for our men and women in uniform today and provide long overdue benefits for the veterans and military retirees who have already served.  The new GI Bill focuses on improving veterans' healthcare, including mental healthcare, to meet the needs of our returning troops.

The bill also would end the Disabled Veterans' Tax, which prevents disabled veterans from receiving military retiree and veterans' disability benefits concurrently.  At this time, over 41,000 Florida retirees are forced to pay this tax and give up one dollar of their pension for every dollar of disability pay they receive.  I have worked with my colleagues in Congress to score a partial repeal of this tax, but the remaining disabled military retirees should be allowed to receive all of their promised benefits.  

In addition to improving benefits, we also must make healthcare more accessible and timely to our veterans.  In 2003, the Department of Veterans Affairs developed the Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services (CARES) Commission to meet the increased demand for veterans' healthcare services over the next 20 years.  The CARES Commission made several recommendations for improved access to veterans' healthcare through Community-Based Outpatient Clinics (CBOCs), specifically to address the healthcare needs in rural areas.  

In 2004, the Commission stated their intent to build 156 CBOCs throughout the country by 2012, including one in Marianna, Florida.  Currently, veterans in Jackson County and surrounding areas must travel to Panama City, Tallahassee and even farther for their healthcare needs, causing overcrowding in these facilities and inconvenience and difficulties for many veterans in North Florida.  With 22 new CBOCs opened in 2005 and 68 more in the works for the next two years, I am confident these facilities will greatly improve access to veterans' healthcare nationwide.  The CBOC in Marianna is still in the planning phase, and I will continue to work in Congress to ensure that the healthcare needs of our North Florida veterans are met. 

Strengthening veterans' benefits and providing more accessibility to veterans' healthcare are two major ways that the federal government can plan and provide for the needs of our veterans.  With over 21,000 Floridians currently serving in Iraq and Afghanistan, we must all be reminded of the true meaning of this holiday and show our overwhelming gratitude and respect for our troops and our veterans.  Those who have fought and defended our country can be proud of the job they have done, and for this, Congress must deliver on our promises and responsibilities now and in the future.
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